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SARAH: My name is Sarah Kiefer. Today is Tuesday, April 2, 2019 and I'm speaking 
with Eugene Thomas. We are recording this interview at Ridgecrest Senior Housing in 
Ridgewood, New Jersey. So thank you so much for…for joining us today and agreeing 
to share your story. I guess to get started if you could just tell me a little bit about how 
you came to live in Ridgewood and around when. 
 
EUGENE: Well I was born in Hackensack NJ. My parents, they reside in Ridgewood, 
and I’m one of eight children and I’m the fourth one. Valley Hospital was not here so 
four of us were born elsewhere and so that’s how I became to live in Ridgewood, my 
parents. 
 
SARAH: With your parents. What was that like growing up in such a big household? 
 
EUGENE: Well at the time, it was just five and then 6,7,8, but we always had a lot of 
fun. We’re a pretty well knit family, eight siblings’ five boys and three girls.  
 
SARAH: Oh wow. Yeah. So, do you have any stories you can share of growing up? Any 
fond memories with your family? 
 
EUGENE: Yes, I do. As individuals, we’re all different and that’s what made it 
interesting cause we all were different, did different things, had different things in life 
that we wanted to do, but as a very young child growing up in Ridgewood I remember 
the age of five sitting in front of Warner Theater in Ridgewood on Saturday waiting to 
get in for the matinee cartoons. That was one of our favorite times as a young child. And 
growing up my school, all my school years, elementary, junior high, high school, they 
were all pleasant years.  
 
SARAH: And so, you talk a little bit about Warner Theater which is still there do you 
notice any changes in the Ridgewood when you were growing up to now, what it's like? 



 
EUGENE: Yes they made one theater out of… four theaters out of one theater now. But 
other than that, the price, unbelievable going to the movies now but that’s a big change.  
 
SARAH: It’s a very big change. Reserve movies, for really big movies that you want to 
see. So Ridgewood in general so you’ve been here for how many years at this point?  
 
EUGENE: Well, I’m 77. I’ve been here 77 years. 
 
SARAH: 77 years. So do you have any other stories of how Ridgewood was part of 
your life or fond memories that have shaped where you are now? 
 
EUGENE: Well, I can…just the neighborhoods that were in Ridgewood that I visited 
with kids in school, high school, elementary school. The people seem to be the most 
important thing that helped me grow up. They were very decent people I remember 
really we used to walk down the street, you didn’t have to know the person we used to 
say hello, now when you cross the street. Those were things, were good days. Store 
owners were nice you know and sometimes we were bad, storeowners weren’t nice. 
 
SARAH: That happens anywhere. Can you share a little bit about your story then about 
the career that you went on and took? 
 
EUGENE: Yes well I started singing and playing the piano at a very young age. And like 
I said, everybody in my family did different things and I wanted to be a musician, I 
wanted to entertain. From a very young age, I did in church and everybody seemed to 
like what I was doing so it just grew from high school. I came out of high school in 1960 
and went professional. 
 
SARAH: Really? 
 
EUGENE: And singing entertainment business and it just ballooned from there. I 
remember when I was in high school I used to tell the kids that I would be in New York 
State singing cause it was…they could go there instead of New Jersey what reasons 
you know and they jammed the clubs up there because I was going to be performing 
there. And it was lot of fun…lot of fun and I…and I still enjoy it today even though I had 
an occupation I still was doing what I loved to do was to perform. 
 
SARAH: That’s…that’s amazing and what do you love most about music and 
performing?  
 
EUGENE: Now that's pretty hard cause I sometime I don't see what people see in me 
but they say I touch them. I guess is I don't know and once they say that why shouldn’t I 
do it, you know. I enjoy making people happy and I see it in them I just want to keep 
making them happy.  
 
SARAH: That is…that is a just a great goal to have so. And I was told you talk…you 



work a lot with the Ridgewood High School Jamboree Scholarship. Can you speak a 
little bit about that and how you incorporated your career and your love of music into the 
scholarship? 
 
EUGENE: Well now, that’s a story. I’ve been with the Ridgewood Jamboree for maybe 
four years now. I used to have a lady in Ridgewood when I was in high school talk about 
Ridgewood Jamboree. When you get out you have to go to Jamboree never knew what 
Jamboree was about actually and truthfully until four years ago. I didn't know it was a 
scholarship fund thing and somebody asked me would I come in and do whatever I do 
as an alumni of Ridgewood High. So I said I would…and I love it. The entertainment 
part of it you know why because I love making people happy but then the scholarship 
part of it that’s phenomenal what they do to help people in the area that are needy and 
sometime I really didn’t know that they needed it you know but we don’t know 
everybody’s situation.  
 
SARAH: Right…Right.  
 
EUGENE: And it’s what I love to do.   
 
SARAH: And you’re still heavily involved…you’re still working on it?  
 
EUGENE: Every year for four years I’ve been in it and if they ask me next year I will be 
in it.  
 
SARAH: Excellent. So you’re still doing a lot it seems cause you also have the 
Kasschau Shell…Shell summer concerts do you have any stories that you can share on 
that? 
 
EUGENE: Yes, actually I do. When the Shell first opened, not sure of the year, but my 
church was in Ridgewood Metropolitan AME Zion Church. At the time, we were the first 
gospel singing group in the show.  
 
SARAH: And you enjoyed doing that? It was… 
 
EUGENE: Now I do it with another gospel group, I don’t know how many years later, but 
I’ve enjoyed it so much and they’ve enjoyed us so much and is growing the inspirational 
music that we do and that's led by Reverend Mack Brandon. He’s the music director of 
Ramapo College and so he…and a minister at Metropolitan in Ridgewood. 
 
SARAH: And how different is it from that first opening to what it’s like now?  
 
EUGENE: The crowd is much bigger…the crowd is much bigger and it's…it's a different 
type of inspirational music than what we did maybe 40, 50 years ago when it opened. It 
involves more people you know because people have different needs and the type of 
music we do seem to fit the individual so. 
 



SARAH: Alright, that's been there for quite some time now so I imagine that the crowds 
are a little bit different and the community involvement has increased. 
 
EUGENE: Yes. 
 
SARAH: Yeah, is there anything else in the community that you're involved in? Sounds 
like you’re busy enough but. 
 
EUGENE: Yes, I have my own band so we're…we’ve been involved in the…they have a 
music fest in Ridgewood in the park in town. I have…we’ve done that a few years in a 
row. And I don't know about this year but we’ll see if they ask we’ll see about that. A few 
of the restaurants I have been involved playing in the area you know so…  
 
SARAH: Alright, do… what you do in the band? Are you the singer? Are the... 
 
EUGENE: I am the lead singer. 
 
SARAH: Lead singer.  
 
EUGENE: I’m the lead singer. I do not play an instrument within the band but I’m the 
lead singer.  
 
SARAH: Do you still play the piano too? 
 
EUGENE: Yes, I still play the piano and I write music and I record records, vinyl 
records. 
 
SARAH: Vinyl records. 
 
EUGENE: 45s 
 
SARAH: Do you record them and hand them out to anybody or do you sell them or is it 
just for recording purposes?  
 
EUGENE: For pleasure purpose. Basically…I have one now that’s in the UK, Europe, 
Japan, elsewhere so it’s doing very well. 
 
SARAH: Good.  
 
EUGENE: Because they like my music so I do it.  
 
SARAH: Do you have a story about your…in your music career that just a fun story 
to…to share it doesn't have to be about Ridgewood, just in general, like maybe one of 
the travels that you took or person you've met or? 
 
EUGENE: Well, every…every journey is an experience. I can go from here to anywhere 



it’s an experience and learn something new cause I’m always open to learning but 
actually I can really come back to the Jamboree to my hometown that was an amazing 
thing. The first time I did it…that as a you know professional to come back at the age I 
was and see the response after traveling all over United States and over in England so. 
But then again England, when they did find out who I was, had me come over and I 
performed for about 3,000 people in one venue.  
 
SARAH: Wow.  
 
EUGENE: For the first time and the emotion there because of the…they knew my song 
word from word but never knew who I was, the artist. And for them to see me on stage it 
was a very emotional thing.  
 
SARAH: I imagine.  
 
EUGENE: For me and them.   
 
SARAH: Yeah, and how would you describe your music? What kind is it? 
 
EUGENE: I'm an R&B singer, R&B…R&B, soul music, blues. 
 
SARAH: Is there anybody that you admire that you’ve channeled your music from? 
 
EUGENE: Oh yeah. But not sounding like them, doing it my way. Frank Sinatra my way. 
Anyway yes, there’s Wilson Pickett, there’s Marvin Gaye, all the Detroit sound people 
cause that’s the area I came up in.  
 
SARAH: Do you still listen to all of that?  
 
EUGENE: Yes, I do listen to it but I…I also write my own now.  
 
SARAH: Ok, and do you have any stories to share on one of… you talked a little bit 
about the… in England the audience but any other great accomplishments that you 
want to speak about in your history?  
 
EUGENE: Well, music wise, it’s been a very long road. I'm doing now what I should've 
been doing when I was in my 20s and the ride is rough but it’s a good rough ride and 
I’m enjoying it to the best of my ability. And I…it’s just one of those things that you 
wonder why it had to take so long but then why should you question it, you’re doing it. 
It’s a dream that you had doing and you’re fulfilling it. 
 
SARAH: Any advice for aspiring musicians? 
 
EUGENE: Absolutely, if you have a dream to do it do it, don’t stop just keep doing it. 
Don't say I'll give it a shot, I always say give it all you got. 
 



SARAH: That is excellent advice. And looking ahead any…any other goals that you're 
working towards or new projects? I know you are recording so that's amazing. 
 
EUGENE: Yes, I think I’m going back in the studio in a couple months and record 
another recording because they’re looking for something else. But, I just want to keep 
doing what I do with the health and strength that I have. And when that time comes, if I 
don't have it I will be satisfied because I have accomplished what I wanted to do.  
 
SARAH: Excellent, and then out of curiosity, what’s your favorite song or it’s hard to 
narrow that down from everybody but… 
 
EUGENE: Yes it is.  
 
SARAH: Top three? 
 
EUGENE: As I said, I only made one record in my life that went very big in England. 
That was one of the best songs that I recorded. Now the one that I just released over 
there is called “I’m Through With You and Lovely Lady”. I think they’re the best songs 
out.  
 
SARAH: Yep. I’ll have to listen to it.  
 
EUGENE: You could YouTube it.  
 
SARAH: Yes, YouTube. Is there anything else you want to share about your story? 
Your family? Your career? Anything else?  
 
EUGENE: Yes, there is one thing I have to say when I went back I start thinking about 
why I’m here. I’ve traveled and I’ve always want to come back to Ridgewood and I’ve 
lived in different places in Ridgewood. And when I got married, I got married in 
Ridgewood and I have one daughter and she lives in Florida. And I remember members 
of the community whoever had access to this building here coming to the different 
churches saying it was gonna be built for the residents of Ridgewood and I was…I think 
I was in my early 40s then and said oh good, thank you. And so because I used to pick 
worms in this property here to go fishing with and I said I would love to stay in 
Ridgewood and when the time came for me to retire, it was open to me right away and 
people knew that I was from Ridgewood and I said yes. 
 
SARAH: So it’s...it’s nice coming home  
 
EUGENE: Yes, being home, there’s nothing like it. Yeah, so.   
 
SARAH: Wow, that’s amazing. Thank you so much for taking the time to talk with us 
today and recording a piece of…of your history. 
 
EUGENE: Thank you.  



 
SARAH: And yeah, thank you so much.  
 
EUGENE: Thank you very much.  


